Bacterial wilt. What every potato farmer needs to know about this destructive disease by Parker, M. & Borus, D.
What is Bacterial Wilt? 
Bacterial wilt (BW) is one of the most severe and 
destructive diseases of potato. Caused by a bacterium 
called Ralstonia solanacearum, it can cause substantial 
crop losses, or even crop failure in some cases. The 
pathogen infects potato plants and other plants of the 
same family through wounds or bruises in the roots, 
especially the tiny roots. The wounds and bruises may 
be caused during transplanting, by soil pests such as 
nematodes or by agricultural tools used during field 
activities. The pathogen is also spread by infected tubers. 
Once infection occurs in the roots, or is present in the 
mother tuber, the bacterium rapidly spreads to the other 
parts of the plant, including the stems, leaves and tubers.
What are the symptoms of a potato 
plant infected with bacterial wilt?
Field inspection and scouting for diseased potato plants 
can be done by identifying the symptoms on the leaves and 
stems during the growing season and on tubers at harvest. 
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BACTERIAL WILT
What every potato farmer needs to 
know about this destructive disease 
Stem and leaf symptoms 
• Bacterial wilt causes partial to complete wilting of an 
infected plant. In partial wilting, a few or only one stem 
wilts while the rest of the plant appears healthy. 
• When there is a rapid development of the disease, the 
entire plant wilts quickly. 
• In the beginning, the diseased plant may wilt and then 
recover, but as the disease advances, the plant will fail to 
recover.
• After wilting, the plant dries up, leaving patches in the plot 
where the plants died.
• BW can be distinguished from other wilting diseases as the 
plant does not change color, unlike other wilting diseases 
where the bottom leaves turn yellow.
Tuber symptoms
When an infected tuber is cut, you can observe a brownish-
gray discoloration of the vascular ring. If squeezed or left alone 
for some time, these rings will produce whitish pus at the cut 
surface. That pus may also ooze from the eyes. During harvest, 
the ooze may be noticeable when soil sticks to the eyes. 
Does bacterial wilt affect other crops?
Bacterial wilt can affect potato, tomato, pepper/chili, 
eggplant and black nightshade. All these crops belong to the 
Left: Partially-wilted plant  (Credit CIP, D. Borus). Right: Entirely-
wilted plant (Credit CIP, S. Tafesse)
Solanaceae family and need to be avoided in potato farming; 
unless a proper crop rotation plan is practiced. The pathogen 
also affects some common weeds such as Datura and stinging 
nettle. These weeds can act as hosts for BW.
How is bacterial wilt spread in potato fields?
Bacterial wilt spreads through:
Infected tubers: Infected planting materials are the primary 
cause of BW’s spread. Infected plant material can originate from 
potatoes grown in soil infected with BW or from tubers purchased 
from ware potato markets. Since all the tubers are mixed at 
harvest – healthy and unhealthy – infected tubers can easily 
be present among the seed purchased at markets. Sometimes, 
plants can be infected but do not show symptoms of BW during 
the growing season. Tubers may also not show visible tuber 
symptoms at harvest and will spread the disease if used as seed. 
Infected plants and volunteer potato plants: BW can 
spread if you do not remove infected plants and the soil around 
the roots. Likewise, remnants of infected plants, volunteer 
potato plants from a previous season, or other crop and weeds 
that can host BW will spread the disease.
Infected fields: Rainwater or irrigation runoff from infected 
fields will spread BW. The pathogen can survive in the soil for 
many years even without a host. 
Farm machinery, implements, and tools: BW spreads from 
field to field or from plant to plant through infected soil adher-
ing to farm tools. machinery, equipment, the soles of shoes and 
boots, and livestock hooves.
What are the good management practices 
for controlling bacterial wilt?
The most important measure to avoid BW is to use healthy seed 
potato from a reputable source or certified seed:
• If BW is present in tubers, then disease-free land will be 
infected. 
• If the disease is present in the soil, a healthy seed will become 
diseased.
Other important measures:
Plant ONLY healthy seed tubers in land free from bacterial wilt.
Remove volunteer plants that sprout from unharvested tubers. 
Practice good farm hygiene and sanitation: Disinfect all 
farming tools, machinery, and implements before and after 
Left: Grey-brownish discoloration of the vascular ring in a cut tuber. 
(Credit CIP). Right: Whitish sticky pus-like slime (bacterial ooze) at 
the eyes of the potato. (Credit CIP)
Figure 1. One example of crop rotation designed to discourage the 
incidence and spread of BW.
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use. Disinfection can be done by spraying with disinfectant or 
having a foot bath/mat containing 0.5% household bleach or 
disinfectant that can be purchased from an agro-input shop.  
Practice at least four seasons of crop rotation with non-host 
plants, see example below. 
Remove all plants showing signs of BW by removing the 
entire plant with its tubers and the soil around the plant. 
Dispose of the soil, plant and tubers by burning or burying 
the residue in a pit outside the field. 
Use only composted organic fertilizer free from BW.
For irrigated crops… 
o Use uncontaminated water to irrigate. 
o Take the water samples for testing before using for irrigation.
o Ensure that water can flow freely away from the field to 
avoid flooding, as BW will spread rapidly in flooded fields. 
o Avoid excessive runoff.
Quarantine measures should be taken to avoid spreading the 
disease to BW-free areas.
Rotational plan
Practice at least four seasons of crop rotation with non-host 
plants. See an example in Figure 1.
Every season each group of crops moves to the next plot. 
Potato should be planted in a given plot every 5th season. 
Crop rotation without removing volunteer potato plants or 
host plants is not a rotation.
Crop rotations interrupt the disease cycle and maintain the 
balance of nutrients, organic matter, and microorganism’s 
necessary for healthy soil.
